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"Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good 
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. (Matt. 3:10) 
 
The world is coming to a swift end.  There’s only time to drop to your knees and repent, and 
John the Southern Baptist is really gleeful about it.    
 
Well, John is arrested and Jesus follows quickly on his heels.  Is Jesus calling for an end of 
history ?  Does he usher in the final judgment as John expects? 
 
No.  Nothing of the sort. Instead, he's traveling all around the region of the Galilee healing the 
sick, preaching good news of God's love (not punishment), going to church potlucks.  What's 
the matter with him?? 
 
So John, clearly disillusioned, sends word to Jesus by way of his disciples asking, “Are you the 
one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”    
 
Jesus responds this way:  “Go and tell John what you hear and see:    the blind receive their 
sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor 
have good news brought to them.    And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”   
 
Why is John so full of spit and vinegar?  Maybe it’s because the book of the Bible John likes 
most is Proverbs.  Yes, and Proverbs is so black and white, always speaking glibly about rewards 
and punishments: 
 
No harm happens to the righteous, but the wicked are filled with trouble. (Prov. 12:21) 
Do you buy that one?  I can’t.  But John does.   
 
Yep, and now, John finds himself in prison. It’s making him crazy. What is he to think?  Perhaps 
he wondered what he had done to deserve that.   
 
I remember the first hospital call I ever made.  I visited a young mother who greeted me with 
these words: “I’ve been lying her all morning wondering what terrible thing I did to put me in 
the hospital.” 
 
Jesus had no time for that way of thinking.  Once he healed a man who was born blind.  His 
disciples, knowing that the man had been born blind, asked Jesus, who sinned, this man or his 
parents that he should have been born blind?   
 
According to the conventional wisdom of the day someone had to be at fault.  Things like 
blindness, lameness, or planter’s wart didn’t just happen to people.   



Jesus, who knew better said, “no one sinned” and then, as I imagine it,  he took them out to the 
edge of town and showed them a stretch of farmers’ fields and said, “Look for yourselves : ‘The 
rain falls on the just and the unjust alike.’”   
 
God sends the nourishing rain on the fields of the farmer who goes to worship every week, and 
tithes his income, and God sends just as much rain to the farmer who is a known scoundrel.  
That’s just how things work in God’s economy.  And evidence of that is everywhere and in plain 
sight.  But if your sense of the world is like John’s, you’ll never ever see it.     
 
And there’s more contrast between Jesus and John: 
 
John was once asked about ethics:  how should we treat the poor? His reply is in Matthew:   
Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do 
likewise.    
 
But Jesus, knowing what John had said, goes beyond it, WAY beyond it:  
 
[You have heard what others have said] but I say to you, Love your enemies, do good to those 
who hate you,   28 bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.   29 If anyone 
strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do 
not withhold even your shirt.    
Luke 6:27 
 
John’s ethic goes this way,  If you happen to be lucky enough to have two coats, give one away. 
That’s a St. Vincent de Paul kind of ethic, right?  Very conventional.   
 
Jesus, on the other hand, says,  if someone STEALS your coat run after him, tackle him if you 
have to, and say, “this is the only shirt I have, but I think it’d look great on you. It’s yours, 
buddy.”   
 
What is God like, according to Jesus?   God is a god of grace beyond all expectation.   
 
This is hard for most of us who are more like John the Baptist than Jesus.  We tend to think 
pretty conventionally about rewards and punishments.  We’d rather live in that kind of world.  I 
mean, this business of Christianity is difficult when you really look at it closely.  
 
John never would have been a happy follower of Jesus. And Jesus knew this.  That's why he says 
to John:  ". . .blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”  Yes, the difference between 
Jesus’s approach and John’s is that Jesus’s is about love – John’s is just about how to live 
reasonably on  a planet with limited resources. You have two coats? Why not given one away?   
 
It’s almost Christmas and we are looking at the story of a peasant and his wife who is expecting:  
They travel all the way to Bethlehem and there is no room for them in the inn. 
 



There is little room in this world for people who are unconventional; for people  who take 
seriously folk for whom religion is about more than punishing the wicked and rewarding the 
righteous. 
 
The baby Jesus had a king trying to kill him on his way into this world and they took him out of 
this world on a cross.  That’s no accident.  This is simply how the world treats people who rock 
the boat, who go beyond the limits of reason to love people so blindly.  It’s rare, this kind of 
love.   
  
You see it once in a while, of course, in the papers, on 60 Minutes,  but we aren’t conditioned to 
it and so we are suspect of that kind of openheartedness.  Listen to the following story that kind 
of doubt from a now middle-aged woman named Mary.   
 
In the summer of 1974 when I was 26 I moved from Colorado to Florida to live with my parents.  
I was divorced and broke, with a five-year-old son.  
 
My parents reminded me that they were sacrificing their summer to help us.  Mother baby-sat 
while I worked.  Every day she washed my son’s mouth out with soap and enumerated his many 
crimes to me. 
 
I had originally planned to stay a year, but after the first week I made a new plan.  I would 
return to Colorado as soon as I could save enough money to make the trip.  One night someone 
threw a brick through the rear window of my Honda.  My insurance company sent me to a 
Honda dealer 50 miles away to have it replaced.  There I talked to a salesman named Frankie – 
graying hair, stocky build, silk shirt with the top button undone to reveal a thick gold chain.  
I explained about my window and how I needed to get to Colorado.  Frankie motioned for me to 
follow him.  At the parts department the clerk told Frankie that it took three months to get a 
rear window from the factory in Japan.  “I want one tomorrow,” Frankie said.   
 
Two days later I dropped off my car to have the new window installed.  Frankie gave me a ride 
to work in his big white Cadillac with the license plate that read, FRANKIE.  He tapped the 
leather steering wheel with his diamond rings and talked fast.   
 
I was nervous about his intentions until he told me his mother had recently come to live with 
him.  I told him about my divorce, my parents sacrifice, and my son getting his mouth washed 
out with soap.  Frankie shook his head. 
 
That afternoon my car was ready as promised, except for a rubber seal the factory still needed 
to send. I was set to leave for Colorado in two weeks.  When I returned to the dealership for the 
seal Frankie pointed to my front bumper.  “What’s this?” he asked.  I told him I’d rear ended a 
car at a stop sign. 
 
He popped open the hood and showed me that the fan had hit the radiator, damaging it.  
Driving from Miami to Colorado would cause the radiator to blow. 



I needed a new one.  The long hot summer with my parents caught up with me and I burst into 
tears.  “I can’t afford a new radiator,” I cried.  “No,” he said, “But I can.”  He put his car key in 
my hand.  “See you tomorrow afternoon.  As I got into his Cadillac he yelled, “Don’t hit anything.” 
 
“What does he want in return?” my parents asked at dinner that night.  “Nobody helps someone 
out like that unless they want something.” 
 
The next day when I got to the dealership my car wasn’t quite ready; Frankie was having them 
give it a complete tune-up.   
 
While we waited he took me across the street for coffee.  HERE IT COMES, I thought.  He 
reached across the table and held my hand.  My chest tightened. 
 
“I got a girl like you,” Frankie said.  “She ran away right after her mother and I divorced ten 
years ago.  I hired detectives, drove all over the country looking for her.  I like to think 
somebody’s watching out for her.” 
 
On the way back to my car Frankie slipped me a hundred dollar bill and his business card.  “You 
need help, you call me,” he said.  As I got behind the wheel he asked, “You didn’t hit anything 
with my Caddy, did you?”  I shook my head.  He smiled and squeezed my shoulder.  “Good girl.” 
 
People who live out Jesus’ peculiar ethic of unmerited love are everywhere, you know.  Some of 
them are just loving by nature.  Some are making up for past peccadilos.   
 
Others, like Frankie, learn just how hard life is along the way, but instead of becoming mean 
and cynical like most, they shift into over-drive and do what they can to make the world a 
better place – especially for kids who are in the trouble.    
 
John the Baptist was quite a fellow.  He knew the times were ripe for big change.  But he was 
wrong in thinking God was bringing history to a screeching halt.  Jesus knew better.   
 
He knew that most people respond better to carrots than big sticks with nails in them.  Because 
the only future worth living is a future based on free grace and God’s love.   
 
Amen. 


